Mancur Olson used to say that interdisciplinary research is either very, very good, or very, very bad. His own contributions were beyond good and bad-they turned Olson into a classic during his lifetime. His name is widely recognized not just in economics but also in sociology and political science. Very few scholars have ever exerted a similar sco pe of influence.
University also sponsored a conference on Coleman's work. The conference was meant to be a celebration of Coleman's life, a gathering of friends, colleagues and students who would share personal memories of Coleman and comment on his work and its significance.
When I was told about the Phoenix Prize, I shared this information by email with others who knew Coleman so they would have a chance to send him a personal note with congratulations. Mancur was in the group I had contacted. In fact, I told Mancur about the Phoenix Prize in person, as we would often run into each other on campus, and in his case, I thought that it was a more appropriate way of communicating the news about Coleman. As Mancur started asking me questions, my tongue must have slipped and I said something about the conference. I was invited to the conference but I did not think it was proper for me to talk about it to others since the event was meant to be by invitation. Mancur, in fact, was the only person I mentioned it to. I don't know why my tongued slipped when I talked to him but I do know that Mancur had that effect on people. The moment I mentioned the conference Mancur said, "I have to go. I have to see Jim. I have to." And so he did.
I knew that Mancur and Coleman had known each other for a long time, at least since their early involvement in the Public Choice Society. Olson was the Society's president in 1972-74 and Coleman in 1974-76 . I was aware of all of that. I did not know, however, that there was a different source of their interactions. I was about to learn the story in a rather unusual setting.
After we had the conversation about Coleman, the next time I saw Mancur was on a taxi-van that was sent to take us from the Palmer House hotel in downtown Chicago, where the university had put us all up, to the Hyde Park campus of the University of Chicago where the conference was about to take place. It came to be a very memorable ride. Interestingly, as it turned out, all passengers in the van were connected in ways that none of them were aware of.
The four passengers in the van were Robert Merton, Mancur Olson, Daniel Patrick Moynihan 1 and I. For me it was an extraordinary company to share. I knew that Merton 2 was Coleman's mentor at Columbia University (Coleman was my mentor at the University of Chicago), but some new details of Olson and Moynihan's relations with Coleman were about to surface during the conversation we had on the way to the University of Chicago. More specifically, this is how the three were connected.
1
Moynihan was a famous politician and social scientist once described as America's best thinker among politicians since Lincoln and America's best politician among thinkers since Jefferson. A Meeting in LeFrak Hall. When I joined the faculty of the University of Maryland in 1989 I felt somewhat humbled in the presence of Mancur. (I saw myself more like a graduate student 3 than a faculty member; Mancur, on the other hand, was one of the most famous social scientists.) Mancur, of course, never gave me any reason to feel that way, as he always treated me as his equal. I did not know it then but he treated everyone that way. This, in some cases, had some difficult-to-predict consequences.
At some point I was contacted by Bjørn Lomborg. I believe Lomborg was still a student at this time at the University of Aarhus in Denmark where he subsequently became a faculty member. He could have been visiting the US on some student exchange. Lomborg must have seen my research on evolutionary Prisoner's Dilemma since he contacted me by email and offered to present a talk about the results of his computer simulations on the subject. 4 I was glad to talk to someone working in the same area so we set up a date and Lomborg came to the University of Maryland to give the talk. Following his talk, we went to my office, in LeFrak Hall, to talk more. When we exhausted the points of mutual interest, Lomborg asked me whether I thought it would be possible for him to meet Mancur Olson. I knew that Mancur was terribly DECYZJE no 24/2015 DOI: 10.7206/DEC.1733-0092.60 busy 5 and it was most unlikely that he would agree to meet an undergraduate student who had no institutional ties or substantive significance to him, especially that late in the day. The least I could do, however, was to try. And so, I did. I called Mancur at his office, which was in a different building and in some distance from LeFrak Hall, and told him about Lomborg and his wish to meet him. I added that we were both in my office. To my surprise Mancur replied with "Just wait for me, I'll stop by."
Not only did Mancur walk over from his office to LeFrak Hall, but he showed up really soon. He came in, introduced himself, sat down and started asking Lomborg about his research. Lomborg was visibly enchanted and kept giving Mancur long and exhausting answers. I became a silent and somewhat uninterested participant of this exchange since I went over all of the points with Lomborg before Mancur showed up. When, to my relief, they exhausted the subject of Lomborg's paper, I thought that Mancur would conclude and leave. I held this hope, not because I did not enjoy the company, I certainly did, but the time was getting really late and my basic needs made it difficult for me to continue. My two guests took space between me and the door to my office so I was effectively trapped. What happened next I did not quite anticipate. Lomborg asked Mancur about his research and Mancur began going over several projects of his in a pretty comprehensive manner. All this was very interesting but seemed to last forever. I don't really remember how long it lasted, but it felt very, very long. One thing I do recall clearly, though, is that at some point, Mancur glimpsed at his watch and jumped to his feet in the same instant. He had a look of a terrified man. He excused himself promptly and the meeting was suddenly over.
Life wrote an ironic postscript to this story. Lomborg became a notorious campaigner against the Kyoto Protocol and cutting carbon emissions, sort of a poster child for the right wing anti environmentalists. His book The Skeptical Environmentalist (Lomborg 2001 ) brought him infamy in academic circles and fame with the right wing organizations. Mancur did not live to see Lomborg's gaudy adventures, but if he did we both would have had some good laughs. I am sure Lomborg kept a warm memory of Mancur-like many other people who were lucky to meet him.
